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Critical control points associated with handling in retail outlets, food
service establishments, and in the home are beyond the control of the
meat processor. To obtain optimum shelf-life and wholesomeness, the
HACCP concept has to be applied along the entire production, processing,
distribution, and food preparation chain.

Need for Microbiological Criteria

Microorganisms of public health significance such as Salmonella,
C. perfringens, S. aureus, Y. enterocolitica, and C. jejuni often are pres-
ent in small numbers as part of the natural microbial flora of live animals.
Even the best production and processing practices do not eliminate these
organisms from raw meats. Therefore, limits for pathogenic microorgan-
isms in microbiological criteria for raw meats are impractical. The same
is true for indicator organisms such as the coliform group (coliforms, fecal
coliforms, and Escherichia coli) because there is no direct relationship
between the presence of these types and the presence or absence of path-
ogens. The courts have held that Salmonella is an inherent defect in raw
meats (APHA v. Butz, 1974). This decision was based upon the fact that
even with the use of the best manufacturing practices consistent with
present technology, Salmonella cannot be eliminated from raw meat.

The APC of refrigerated red meats in distribution channels reflects
microorganisms acquired from a series of events: slaughter-dressing pro-
cedures, chilling, fabrication into primals, subprimals, and retail samples,
and growth during refrigerated storage. At points remote from the pro-
cessing line the APC does not distinguish between microorganisms from
the carcass, those acquired during processing, and those resulting from
growth during normal refrigerated storage. Although the APCs may be
similar, vacuum-packaged cuts on which lactic acid bacteria frequently
predominate can be organoleptically acceptable, whereas comparable cuts
under aerobic storage, with gram-negative aerobic rods predominating,
may be unacceptable. The APC may be of some value to a meat processor
to evaluate processing conditions and perhaps shelf-life of a product under
well-defined conditions of refrigerated storage. However, the APC of
perishable red meats in distribution channels is of little value in the eval-
uation of the microbial quality of the carcass and processing practices and
has no relevance to health.

The history of the Oregon Meat Standard is directly related to the above
discussion. In 1973, the state of Oregon adopted a microbiological standard
for fresh or frozen red meat at the retail level with limits of APC 5xl06
and 50 E. coli per gram. The standard was revoked in 1977 (State of
Oregon, 1977) for the following reasons: